Erie County Farm and Home Center, formerly the Roycroft Shop. 


by Eunice Davison 


Before the white man settled in 
Aurora, it was a peaceful area, heavily 
wooded, and abounding in wild game. 
Meadowood Indians lived near Sinking 
Pond Refuge about 3,000 years ago. 
They hunted, fished, raised patch gardens, 
and left behind spear points, net sinkers, 
and pottery. The Iroquois passed through 
on foot trails from the Niagara River to 


the Genesee and southward. French 
explorers and traders wandered through 
these valleys in the early 1600s. 
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Permanent settlement began in earnest 
after the Holland Land Company 
purchased Western New York in 1792, 
surveyed the land, and sold farm plots. 
Settlers who poured in from the east and 
Pennsylvania, made their living from the 
fertile, well-drained soil and the forests. 
The Warren family moved from 
the Champlain area to Middlebury, in 
present Wyoming County, in 1802. In 
1803 Jabez Warren contracted with Joseph 
Ellicott to survey a road called ‘“‘Middle 
Road”’ from Geneseo to Lake Erie. Warren 
received $2.50 a mile for surveying and 


E, E. Godfrey's Grain and Feed Store. 


$10 a mile for cutting a wagon trail, that 
is for clearing away enough trees and 
bushes to allow a wayon to pass. The 
western section of this road is now Route 
20A. 

On April 17, 1804, Warren pur- 
chased four lots containing 1,743 acres 
at $2 per acre in that part of the town of 
Willink which is now part of the village of 
East Aurora. This was the largest single 
purchase in the county until that time. 
He cleared part of it, planted wheat, and 
built a log house. In the spring of 1805 he 
moved his family by ox sled from Middle- 
bury. 

Others also purchased land in 1804. 
Among them were Nathaniel Walker, Nath- 
aniel Emerson, Henry Godfrey, and John 
and Joel Adams. Joel Adams purchased 
considerable acreage in the Cazenovia 
Creek valley for three miles south of the 
village. They paid only $1.50 per acre, 
the cheapest price for any land in the 
county. Joel Adams built a cabin and in 
the fall his family joined him. During the 


winter they were short of food, so two of 
the sons set out afoot to reach a mill 
near Warsaw, 25 miles away, where their 
father had left a bag of cornmeal. They 
loaded the meal on a sled and arrived 
home after several days of hardship. 

In 1805 there were seven families 
in the village: Jabez Warren, the Emersons, 
the Godfreys, Taber Earl, Thomas Tracy, 
Humphrey Smith, and Nathaniel Walker. 
William Warren was given part of his 
father’s land and by August had cleared 


five acres of trees on which he planted 


wheat in 1806. William, who later became 
a general in the New York militia, began 
his military career in Erie County as the 
captain of the militia of the southern part 
of the county. 

The east and west branches of 
Cazenovia Creek, which flows from the 
south to unite at the west end of the 
village with Tannery Brook crossing the 
village from the east, provided the pioneers 
with water power for sawmills and grist- 
mills during the spring floods. In 1806 


Phineas Stephens built a sawmill on Cazen- 
ovia Creek at the lower town (Willink) 
and a gristmill the following year. Others 
were built at Griffins Mills, West Falls, and 
South Wales. Jabez’ son, William Warren, 
opened a tavern, and Ephraim Woodruff 
started a blacksmith shop in 1807. 

In 1815 Robert Persons, twenty- 
one years of age, arrived from Sheldon. 
He purchased a small unfinished frame 
building at Main and Olean Streets, and 
opened a general store, thus beginning the 
merchandising business in Aurora. The 
tavern next door which is today the Globe 
Hotel was opened by his brother. Robert 
Persons was one of Aurora’s most promi- 
nent citizens. The fine brick house he 
built in 1823 at Elmwood and Main is 
still in use. The Persons family has pro- 
vided the town with a supervisor, lawyers, 
bankers, and a state comptroller. Richard 
Persons was largely responsible for the 
creation of the Aurora Historical Society. 

The 1820’s marked a period of ex- 
pansion for Aurora. Taverns, distilleries, 
gristmills, sawmills, carding mills, and ash- 
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eries appeared. Frame houses replaced 
the log cabins, and many more settlers 
arrived. Among them were the Fillmores 
who established a farm on Olean Road. 
Their oldest son, Millard, joined them a- 
round 1822 but refused to be a farmer. 
He taught school, studied law, did 
land surveying, clerked for a Buffalo law- 
yer, and set up his own law office on Main 
Street in East Aurora. He married and 
brought his bride to their first home a- 
cross the street from his law office on 
Main Street. This building now serves as a 
studio for a local artist on Shearer Ave. 

In 1830 Fillmore moved to Buf- 
falo. He served in the State Legislature, 
the United States Congress, was Vice Pres- 
ident, and, after the death of Zachary 
Taylor in 1850, became the thirteenth 
President of the United States. Interested 
citizens in Aurora have opened a museum 
where historic furniture and pictures of 
the Fillmores are preserved and displayed. 
The site of his first law office on Main 
Street is marked with a plaque. 

In 1855 Cicero J. Hamlin developed 
a farm of 66 acres located at the west end 
of the village of Aurora. Here he bred, 
raised, and trained some of America’s 
most famous trotters. They raced all over 
the United States and many were export- 
ed, some to Europe and "pan. By the end 
of the nineteenth cer. ury, a Hamlin’s 
farm, called the Villag:: Farm, included 
400 acres and was nationally known by 
horse breeders. His horses won blue rib- 
bons at the Madison Square Garden Horse 
Show in 1892. 


In the fall of 1878, Henry C. 
Jewett and Josiah Jewett Brothers built a 
large barn on their farm in Aurora for 
their famous trotting sires, Jerome Eddy, 
Sherman Homer, and Almost Lightning. 
Around 1900 Jewett built his famous cov- 
vered track, one mile long and used year- 
round for training trotters. As Hamlin’s 
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interest declined, Seymour H. Knox found- 
ed the Ideal Stock Farm, an estate still 
owned and used by the Knox family. The 
horse farms spurred the harness-making 
and carriage-building businesses. Trot- 
ters speeding up and down Main Street in 
their fancy harnesses made an exciting 
spectacle at the turn of the century. 

Elbert Hubbard began his printing 
business in Aurora in 1895. Prior to that 
time, he had been a partner of John D. 
Larkin and Darwin D. Martin in the soap 
business which relied heavily on giving 
premiums of dishes to promote sales. In 
1893 Hubbard, who had written much of 
the advertising copy for the firm, sold his 
interest, and in 1895 launched the Roy- 
croft Institution in Aurora. The institu- 
tion was named after a group of seven- 
teenth century English printers and was 
inspired by the nineteenth century Eng- 
lish philosopher, William Morris, who ad- 
vocated the return to medieval crafts- 
manship. The Roycroft shop sold at 


premium prices tooled leather, hammered 
silver and copper, sturdy mission-type 
furniture, and handsomely bound books 
produced by its 500 craftsmen. Hubbard 
continued writing and became world 
famous for his publications, in particular 
the Message to Garcia. He led an uncon- 
ventional way of life both in manners and 
appearance and carried his forthright de- 
meanor even to his death on board the 
Lusitania sunk by a German submarine in 
the Atlantic during World War I. For 
twenty years he lectured, wrote books, 
published periodicals, and entertained cele- 
brities in his famous Roycroft Inn. Hub- 
bard left the village a heritage of five stone 
buildings and his spirit lives on in the 
Roycroft campus. 

In 1810, ten people were consti- 
tuted into a Baptist Church by David 
Irish, a traveling missionary. They met in 
barns, homes, and school houses until 1828 


Roycroft Chapel, now Town Hall. 


when the Baptists and Presbyterians joined 
in building a frame meeting house where 
Temple Place is today. They shared this 
building, each congregation holding serv- 
ices on alternate Sundays, until 1845 when 
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the Presbyterians sold their interest to the 
Baptists and built their own church. Jabez 
Warren, Elias Harmon, Joel Adams, Issac 
Calkins, William Warren, and many other 
Pioneers are buried in the old cemetery off 
Temple Place. Other denominations grew 
up in Aurora during the 1800's. 

The War of 1812 had much impact 
on Aurora, with Major William Warren 
forming regiments and serving 25 years in 
the militia. Many Buffalo residents passed 
through Willink on foot, horseback, or ox 
sled in their flight from the British. The 
Indians were friendly and fought alongside 
the Americans in the War of 1812. 

Aurora was part of the Town of 


Batavia, Genesee County, until April 11, 
1804, when it was made part of the Town 
of Willink which extended from Lake 
Ontario to Pennsylvania. In 1808 a new 
Town of Willink was created that covered 
the southern part of the present Erie 
County. At the close of the War of 1812, 


First Presbyterian Church, 1845-1892. 


there were only a few houses at each end 
of the village, and a few more scattered 
over the township. In 1818, four town- 
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ships, one of which was Aurora, were 
formed from Willink. Townships were 
created and established their own names. 


The Village of East Aurora con- 


sisted of two hamlets one mile apart: 


Aurora, the Upper Village, and Willink, 
When the two were 


the Lower Village. 
incorporated one municipality in 
1873, *“East Aurora’ was re- 
tained. There is no record of the origin 


into 
the name 


of the name Aurora which means “early 
morning light.” 


Several smaller neighborhoods grew 


up along with the Village of East Aurora 
(Blakeley, Griffin’s Mills, Jewettville, West 
Falls, and South Wales). Even though 
their growth and development paralleled 
that of the larger village, they still retain 
their identity. 

In 1806 the first school was held 
in William Warren’s cabin. Miss Mary Eddy 
was the teacher. In 1810 a new frame 
school was built, and this building still 
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stands near its original site at the rear of a 
home on Olean Street. 

In the spring of 1829 George W. 
Johnson, who had studied at Dartmouth 
College, opened an academy in the village, 
the first of its kind to open in the county 
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outside of Buffalo. The Aurora Academy 
was the forerunner of the Union Free 
School. 

After the War of 1812, four postal 
routes were opened from Buffalo. One 
passed through Hamburg, Griffin’s Mills, 
Blakeley (where the first post office was 
established), and over the Centerline Road 
to Sheldon, in Wyoming County. Later, 
two offices were set up in the village, one 
in Willink at the west end used until 1913, 
and the other in East Aurora which is 
still in use. 

Nearly all of the present roads in 
Aurora had been laid out by the 1830's 
almost as they are today. The Buffalo 
and Aurora Plank Road Company, incor- 
porated in 1846, was chartered for 21 
years and renewed for 21 more. The road 
cost $58,000 but paid for itself in two 
years by collecting tolls. Farmers drew 
their produce and lumber to Buffalo mar- 
kets in what was a two-day trip by horse 
and wagon. The road brought prosperity 


to the town, although it denuded the last 
of the original forests. 

Plans were made for a Buffalo- 
Aurora railroad as early as 1832, but it 
was not until 1867 that the first train roll- 
ed into the village. By 1873 the line ex- 
tended to Pennsylvania. The town grew 
with the coming of the railroad. Farmers 
and businessmen shipped lumber, apples, 
vinegar, potatoes, milk, and cheese to dis- 
tant markets, and the Hamlins and Jewetts 
moved their horses all over the country by 
private car. 

Aurora prospered from its proxim- 
ity to Buffalo and easy travel routes from 
Lake Erie. Since 1900, mechanization, 
fast travel, and good communication have 
changed the town from essentially a farm- 
ing community to the homesite of indus- 
trial workers and professional people who, 
for the most part, work elsewhere, al- 
though many are employed right in East 
Aurora at Moog Industries, Fisher Price 
Toys, and Delavan Electronics. 
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